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Introduction - The Issue In the context 

As Sail is often discussed about and 
: -in prominence in mass media in India- So 
■ _>p Witchcraft in England, though the British 


PartlameiK passed the Witchcraft Act in 1736 
prohibiting. Even In 1972, a member of British 
Parliament attempted to pass legislation that 
would ban witchcraft, though a ban on witchcraft 
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Would have been a loss of religious freedom to 
many people as noted by scholars. They 
pointed out that it could have potentially 
resulted in innocent people Losing their jobs, 
homes, chi Idrcn and freedom They even feared 
that it could have started a modern day "witch 
hurt" In 1997, again there was discussion about 
U. 1 Europeans attest that it is practiced even 
today. 2 

And in India, there has always been 
glorifi cation of Sati either by "believers 1 * and as 
well as by "non-believers" and the mass media. 
Recent controversy over a tourist book brought 
out by Rajasthan Government is an example. 
Sati Abolition court issued the order (on Feb. 
3 ? 2006) under the Commission of Sati 
(Prevention} Act based on a complaint filed by 
the NGQ People's Union for Civil Liberties 
fPUCL) to Stale minister Usha Punia for 
allegedly glorifying the practice of Sati, as 
she reportedly supported a book “Rajasthan 
Ke Devi Devta”, which was released on May 
30, 2005. Unlike the British* no Indian dares 
to think about the religious freedom of tho 
believers. The exceptional case may be lhat of 
Puri Gobardham Peecha Swami Nischalanantl 
Saraswatt. 

Encount mg Sati by the British 

The British came to know the practice 
of Sad prevalent in India, first they took lr was 
witch-hunting, as they were accustomed with 
such practice. They took some solace that such 
practice was prevalent In India also. Travellers 
like Charles Trevelyan, wrote to attest such 
practice with their forceful comparison. The 
other European travelers had given a vivid 
picture about "burning of witches" at different 
parts of India,, according to their understanding. 3 
However* they could find the difference later 
and they did not reveal their custom of witch- 
hunting, with all their enthusiasm to reform 


the Indian society, though, their = 
documents and books had records 
However, some scholars e g. Pompe Bane: 
note that the early modem European travBin 
who made written accounts of sati, the prac: . ■ 
of Hindu widow burning, never mad*c - 
connection to European practices of wi:-- 
burning. 

Before the British, definitely there ha. 
been efforts to curtail it. Akbar wanted 
suppress the system. The Push was prohibit: 
It within their territories. Perhaps, the Britisr 
followed the suit inspired by the resemblance 
of sat! and witch-hunting. The Court of 
Directors made an inquiry Into the practice of 
sati and recommended for prohibition under a 
law in 1823. William Bentink made the practice 
of Sati Illegal and punishable as “culpable 
homicle" under a regulation of December 1829. 
Why Witches should only be Women? 

Witches have been characterised and 
depicted with only women In the westernized 
educational concepts Perhaps, none asks the 
question - why the witches always should be 
women? Even feminists or woman rights 
activist s could have questioned as to why there 
were no men-witches or witches among Men? 
In fact, at all there are any men.-witches* they 
become "wizards", honourably! However, they 
.could find some solace* as they could find 
“heretics'" among men! Incidentally or 
otherwise, heretics were mostly men! A heretic 
is a person who believes in heresy and it is 
any opinion contrary to doctrine of Christian 
church or to be accepted doctrine on any 
subject. 

The witch hunting among the 
Christian world during 16 lh to 19* centuries :■? 
a fact, The concept of Witch hunting revokes 
a-round Women. Generally, the medieval 
European women did not have rights and 
privileges and they were treated very badly, 
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Such treatment wae mainly due to Christianity 
and clergy. They did not want women to be 
more intelligent than men in any aspect. If 
any woman started exhibited her intelligent 
acumen, immediately, she was accused with 
possession of some evil spirits. They usually 
charged that she could exhibit such uncommon 
behaviour. Incredible intelligence and 
extraordinary powers only due to possession. 
Thus, they were charged with doctrinal 
divergence, dissenting view against Christianity 
and heterodoxy, which were termed as 
witchcraft or apostasy and persecuted and 
burned at stakes. In fact, the clergy did not 
want the women to become educated* 
dominant in society or to know' more than men, 
as they were treated inferior according to 
Biblical creation. The more and more the 
contact the European countries had with India, 
the more and more enlightenment came to the 
European intellectuals and started questioning 
the conditions of their respective countries 
"The horrible mania for persecuting 
witches, common lo Catholic and 
Protestant lands during he period of 
religious wars, was less bad in England 
than in -some countries, but touched 
its highest point in the first half of 
the seventeenth century, It wus caused 
by a sincere belief in the reality of 
witchcraft held by all cases, including 
the most educated, and it only receded 
as the governing class in the later 
seventeenth and early eighteenth 
centuries gradually reached a point of 
skepticism on the subject that induced 
them to stop the witch-hunt* in s-pite 
of the credulity of the mass of the 
population. The two worst periods 
in England were during the first half 

4- 

of reign of the credulous James | n and 


during the rule of the Long Parliament 
(1645-1657) when 2(K> witches were 
executed in ihe eastern countries, 
chiefly as a result of the crusade of 
Mathew Hopkins the witch-hunter. 
The government of Charles 1 and of 
the Regicide l^epublic and Protectorate 
were both honourably marked by a 
cessation of this foolish atrocity” 
(Trevelyan, 1944, p.246f). 

"The seventeenth century involved 
much social, political, religious and 
scientific upheaval. It was an age of 
conflict, ferment and uncertainty 
throughout Europe. The intellectual 
authority of the Catholic church had 
been challenged- Although England 
had officially disowned the authority 
of the Pope in 1534, religion was a 
cause of much strife and bloodshed, for 

more than a century afterwards. 

The intellectual authority of the 
Catholic Church was under challenge 
throughout Europe but the effect varied 
considerably from one nation to 
another, in the safe Catholic country 
of Italy die challenge was met without 
harsh measures such as those taken 
against "heretics' in Spain. The 
persecution of heretics in Spain, rather 
like the persecution of witches in 
England, took a peculiar form. A large 
number of those burned for heresy in 
Spain were Jews and Muslims. 
Heretics in Spain were distinguished 
in some measures as a social group, 
like the English witches. The fact that 
they belonged to a distinct social (or 
even racial} group may be more 
relevant than the claim that they held 
harmful beliefs",* (emphasis added}. 
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Widow burning and Witch burning 

That the British took enormous 
interest in Sati is revealed in their writings at 
different levels. The witches, women were 
burnt alive, as they claimed that they were 
receiving messages directly from the God or 
they themselves! were "Christ" - a female Christ, 
which could not be tolerated by the clergy, 
church and the Pope. According to Christian 
theology, women are considered as deputed 
creed offered to the Christ. The concept of 
Nun is Engrained on such belief so that every 
woman could be a faithful wife of Christ only 
accepting nunnery. So when any woman 
departs from such expected or prescribed path, 
she Es dubbed as or accused of witch or witchcraft 
and punished at the stake. 

In widow burning, as it is different from 
Self-immolation p the wife of the dead husband 
is prepared mentally to burn herself alive so 
that she could Live with her husband 
permanently, which is later or in specific cases 
resulted in compulsErn/forca to commit sail 
She is reportedly indoctrsned with the Divine, 
status, she is attaining after har sacrifice. She 
is tutored that not only she. lives with her 
husband eternally but also respected by the 
society as Goddess - Satimare / Ma Sati. The 
deference is perhaps, witches claim divinity 
before burning and the Sati s attain such divinity 
after burning 

Obedient wife and Lustful widow 

In the case of witch burning the 
percentage of virgins and widows Is noticeable. 
Thus, Pom pa Banerjee makes an interesting 
comparison of burnings of women to 
Investigate European discourses of the obedient 
wifo and the lustful widow. 

3^ The connections here are between the 
European good wife and the Hindu widow 
who voluntarily immolates herself, and the 


widow who refuses to burn herself and 
the unruly European widow, * 

> Examining set mons, homtlfces, pamphlets, 
ballads and conduct books along width 
descriptions of Hindu women, she shows 
how similar and unstable ideologies of 
womanhood could be. 

> The sail is the epitome of the obedient 
wife, but her burning is irredeemably 
bnrbarlc. Similarly, the Hindu widow who 
refuses to become a sati rejects the 
barbarous practice, but in so doing also 
becomes unruly 

> She continues the investigation of those 
Hindu women who did not immolate 
themselves, and compares the accounts 
of their behaviour with the prescribed 
behaviour of European widows, and 
perhaps Witches. 

> Like the construction of the lustful, 
dangerous and ostracized European widow. 
European travelers tend to find the Hindu 
widow shameful and marginalized and 
therefore a potential site of instability. 

Anyway, it is left to the women scholars to 
analyse critically and opine. 

India and Sati 

In spite of the literary evadences, 
scholars point out such practice in India must 
have come from outside. 6 That it still 
remembered or glorified in Rajasthan shows its 
impact on the people in the geographical 
limitations. As the Rajasdnan people had been 
the most affected people by the Muslims and 
the British, such practices of Sati and jauhar 7 
might have beon necessitated *nd the influence 
in modern times haunting and daunting. 

Mass Media and Sati 

The Indian m& 5 s media has been 
against iati and many times, they target only 
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Hindu religion for responsibility, In this aspect, 
wi print and electronic media has bien biased 
towaids India. Though the astern print and 
slectrcnic media covers both views about the 
witchcraft, it follows the same attitude in Indian 
context, if the Europeans want to practice 
witchcraft and conduct courses on it. why Indian 
intelligentsia does not oppose it? In fact, they 
do not even whisper about It, 

The glorification of death or deathful- 
wis-h" of anybody has not been new, as it is 
prevalent in every modern and ever in western 
society. The turning of wine and bread into 
blood end flesh of the Christ is the belief of 
Christians as enshrined in the Eucharist, which 
cannot be questioned by others Or criticized 
differently. In fact, witches are hunted and 
burned as they act. against Christ or some of 
the pretend to be * Female Christ". Joan of 
Arc is the best example. Therefore, when every 
time Eucharist is held, such belief is nurtured 
for t he faith dogmatically. Can media interfere 
here? 

As Yvette C Rosser" an American 
researcher on Southeast Asia history, has 

opined: 

' Defining Hindu practices through a 
discussion of sals Ls no more urCurate 

than defining Christianity by delving 
at length into the "Burning times" in, 
Medieval Europe when as many as nine 
million women, and even children, 
were burned at the stake as wsjehes 
through the encouragement and official 
approval of [he Christian church. The 
burning of women dems not define 
Christianity any more than the burning 
of widows defines Hinduism - both are 
long discarded practices of the past" 


Scholars, writers and media persons have to 
adapt and adopt balanced and justified 

presentation or projection of social Issues in 
historical perspective. 

Conclusion 

Critical study of women issues involves 

passionate, un.biased and judicious approach in 
analyzing all the evidences As witch-hunting 

J widow burning has many similarities, because 
of religious factor, the European writers would 
have played down the comparison. Pompa 
Biinerjt'y herself presents a series of i mag as of 
witch-burnings and sati that further demonstrate 
how similar the two practices, appeared to 
European readers. This similarly, however, 

creates a dangerous proposition, because on 
the one hand, the witch Is always a destructive 

alien element in society and burning eliminates 
this element and on the other hand, the sati 

is a positive element, a faithful wife, so her 
burning can only be barbaric and heathenish, 

Thus, it is the very similarities between the 

practices that lead Bancrjco' 1 to conclude that 
'explicit comparisons between widow-burning 
and witch-burning may have amounted to self- 
condemnation 

The western media portrays at one 

side that Indians worship rats, oat beef, fall 
before Juggernaut, burn the widows fluid SO on 
and at other side, they roam with mobiles on 
their hands, drinking coke, eating Kentucky 
chicken, dancing in the ball rooms, working 
with software. Therefore, Indians should realize 
such mischief of portrayal of India in the world 
arena in negative aspect, as that would only 
politic izati on of any issue in Indict itself. Sill I. 

historians want to discuss historically, let them 
cover both ns peels, instead on delving on Sat; 

alone and keeping quite on the European 
practice oi witch-hunting and burning. 
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